In many European countries a traditional policy and legal response to an undesirable increase of asylum applications has been the change of asylum law and procedures. By making it more difficult to obtain asylum and refugee status, the attractiveness as a possible country of asylum is believed to diminish. In the period from 1992 to 2003 three major revisions of the Belgian asylum procedure were enacted. When speaking in absolute figures these changes resulted in a certain decrease in the number of asylum applications filed. However, upon a closer examination of the number of asylum applications per country of origin, the effects appeared to be quite differential. Hence, factors other than geographical ones, such as the location of the country of origin or distance, must be decisive for the effect of a change in legislation on the number of asylum claimants coming from one particular country. Nevertheless, it has been possible to distinguish seven clusters of countries of origin where similar developments in patterns of asylum applications and shifts therein, depending on changes in asylum law, can be seen.
INTRODUCTION
During the last 15 years, the Belgian legislator has enacted various amendments to the asylum legislation and procedure, seeking among other things to limit what is regarded as a problematic increase in the number of applications for asylum. This seemed necessary because between 80 per cent and 90 per cent of asylum applications ultimately failed to lead to recognition of refugee status. Speeding up the asylum procedure by limiting the number of possible appeals, concentrating the power of decision making, and introducing additional grounds for the inadmissibility of an application have all been introduced in order to shorten the temporary stay of asylum seekers in Belgium, and thus to reduce the attractiveness of this status for people who are not refugees according to the terms of the Refugee Convention. 1 This contribution investigates whether and to what extent the amendments to the asylum legislation have brought about a significant change in the number of applications for asylum. This study considers not only on the total number of asylum applications, but also the patterns of change in numbers according to the group or nationality of the persons requesting asylum in Belgium. By "asylum applications," or -to use a term closer to the language of the Belgian legislation -" requests for recognition of refugee status," we mean applications for recognition of refugee status as defined in Title II, chapter 2 of the Aliens Act of 15 December 1980. 1 In this paper we will present in turn: the collection of data and associated problems, a brief outline of the development of Belgian asylum law, the method developed in order to link the data on the number of asylum applications with the legislative amendments, an enquiry into whether each change in the law has had the same effect, and finally, a synthesis of the most significant findings.
DATA COLLECTION The relevant authorities
The period covered by this research is a limited one. One could go back to 1980, a significant year since it was on 15 December of that year that the Aliens Act was adopted. This law contains, in Title II chapter 2, the criteria that govern the procedure still in use today in the recognition of refugee status.
For the period from 1980 until today, two different institutions have collected and stored the data relating to the number of asylum seekers. From 1980 to 1988, when the jurisdiction for making decisions regarding recognition was transferred to the Brussels representative of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, this was done by the Immigration Service (Dienst Vreemdelingenzaken, Office des étrangers). In 1988 the (Belgian) Commissioner-General for Refugees and Stateless Persons (CGVS) obtained the authority for recognizing refugee status and in this capacity took charge also of the systematic collection of data on applications for recognition. One of the consequences of this move was that the data for the entire period between 1980 and 2003 have not been recorded in a uniform manner or, at any rate, are no longer to be found in such a form. The Immigration Service has only kept annual data according to nationality for the years 1980 to 1988. The CGVS holds the data only from 1988 onwards. With regards to the latter, moreover, a distinction needs to be made: between 1988 and 1992 the data were recorded on an annual basis only, whereas from 1992 on the data by nationality were kept on a monthly basis.
Since only the CGVS could make the necessary data available and since we needed more precise figures for this research than what the annual data provide, the period that this research covers has necessarily been limited to that between January 1992 and December 2003 inclusively. The consequences of legislative amendments for 1981 to 1992 could not be investigated.
Problems with the data
The quality of the data is not easy to verify. The monthly totals were only checked at the end of each year, at which time it was indicated whether any correction was necessary. Apart from a few exceptional and thus insignificant cases, no correction was necessary.
Nevertheless, a few observations need to be made, especially regarding the linking or splitting of the data as a result of the union or separation of countries. Two significant examples of this are Zaïre/Democratic Republic of Congo and the Soviet Union/Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). After the change in name from Zaïre to the Democratic Republic of Congo, the data show that for six months the number of asylum applications from that country fell from around 100 per month to zero, after which time it rose again to around 100. For the same period, the number of asylum applications from Congo Brazzaville grew enormously, from around five per month to about 100, thereafter falling back to a much lower number. We can thus assume in this case that the fact that there were all of a sudden two Congos led to confusion, and that the data were incorrectly recorded. This can clearly be seen in the following graphs (Figures 1 and 2 ):
<Insert Figures 1 and 2 here>
The second case has to do with the former Soviet Union, which split up into the 15 states of the CIS. Once the Soviet Union had officially split into 15 states, these were listed separately. Before that time, all data had been grouped together under the heading "total USSR." This had a twofold consequence. On the one hand, the figures dating from before 1998 indicate only a few or no asylum applications separately for each of these 15 countries. On the other hand, the applications listed under "total USSR" fall to zero after January 1998. It is impossible to combine the data for the states that after 1998 belong to the federation with the figures prior to 1998 because the former do not indicate which countries were included in the group "total USSR" and because we do not know the exact relationships between the different countries.
One consequence of this situation is that the numbers of asylum applications from certain countries in certain periods are overestimated, while for others they are underestimated. We must also take this fact into account in the further analysis of the data; otherwise it might lead to incorrect or misleading conclusions. In our research we have decided to compensate in part for the error with regard to Zaïre/Democratic Republic of Congo by taking the figures from the column for Congo Brazzaville and including them in the calculation for the Democratic Republic of Congo. These data were not omitted, however, from the calculation for Congo Brazzaville because they represent the sum of both countries, and thus also include the asylum seekers from Congo Brazzaville. It does mean that the figures represent an overestimation for Congo Brazzaville and result in double counting for this period.
OVERVIEW OF THE LEGISLATIVE AMENDMENTS
For an asylum "host country" such as Belgium, legislation is among the most important instruments for influencing the influx of asylum seekers who try to have their refugee status recognized here. An amendment in the legislation of a host country that makes the country less attractive for asylum claimants is an easier way to (try to) limit the number of asylum seekers than attempting to reduce or resolve the various local causes that lead people to migrate, including via development aid.
In the period covered by this research (1992-2003), three major legislative amendments must be considered: the changes to the Aliens Act in May 1993 and July 1996, and the amendment of the Public Centres of Social Welfare Act in January 2001. 3 These amendments speed up the procedure, in part by extending the grounds on which a request for recognition may be declared inadmissible, broadening the measures limiting applicants' freedom, and restricting the financial support they may receive while in the country (see Bernard et al., 1998 ; Bossuyt et al., 1990; Carlier, 1989; Declercq, 1987; Denys, 1989; Foblets and Parmentier, 1993; Saroléa, 1998 ; Vanheule, 1990) .
Hence the places where an asylum seeker could submit a request for recognition was limited by the amendment of 6 May 1993 4 to the authorities responsible for border control, the officials of the Immigration Service, or the director of the penitentiary institution in the case of detention. A second request for recognition can no longer be submitted if the asylum seeker him/herself does not bring new evidence forward. The grounds for inadmissibility have been extended. Further, certain asylum seekers can be assigned an administrative place of residence, for instance, a social service or reception centre that takes charge of providing support to the asylum seeker.
The amendments of July 1996 5 reduce the periods within which a request for recognition can be submitted. As a result of the Schengen Agreement, Belgium must first inquire as to whether it is indeed responsible for dealing with the asylum application based on the criteria defined in the Schengen Convention (and later the Dublin Convention). 6 The duration of detention was unlimited, but later, in 1998, it was limited to a maximum of eight months. 7 Moreover, each asylum seeker is assigned to a reception centre where he or she has a right to bed and board as well as medical care. If he should move elsewhere, he loses the right to this support. The amendments of 1996 came into force over a series of dates between October 1996 and January 1997.
In 2001 a new and even more radical change to the Aliens Act and, in particular, to the recognition procedure was announced. The proposed amendment to the Aliens Act specified among others that the responsibilities of the Immigration Service, the CGVS, and the Permanent Refugee Appeals Commission would be redistributed among two new asylum authorities: the Federal Asylum Administration (FAA) and the Administrative Court for Asylum (ARA). The principle of "safe country of origin" was to be introduced, and a list was drawn up of countries considered safe and from which refugee candidates would therefore have far less chance of receiving recognition as refugees. 8 The proposal never became law, because in the course of 2001 the influx of refugee candidates and the resulting overload on the existing recognition procedure came to an end. One of the most important measures of the "Purple-Green" coalition government (a coalition of liberals, social democrats, and greens) that seems to have contributed to this situation was the abolition of financial support for asylum claimants from social services. While the admissibility of their application is being considered, asylum seekers can, since January 2001, receive only material assistance from the reception centre to which they have been assigned. 9 This change in social reception conditions for newly arrived asylum claimants was inspired by the legislator's intention to guarantee proper living and housing conditions and decent information on rights and obligations. Moreover, the settlement and material support in reception centres were seen as means to protect asylum seekers from abuses by landlords in private rental contracts and by malafide persons involved in human trafficking and claiming the social allowances received. 10 Although this measure did not touch upon the asylum procedure as such, indirectly it has lead to a spectacular decrease in the number of asylum applications. As a result of this decrease in 2001, the government no longer saw the need for further reform in the asylum procedure or institutions.
More recently, two new sets of legislative amendments have been adopted. The first set of amendments of 15 September 2006 applies to various sections of the Aliens Act and covers a wide range of areas, such as family reunification and protection for victims of human trafficking. 11 With regard to the asylum procedure, the amendments introduce subsidiary protection status, a status formerly unknown under Belgian law. The asylum procedure itself is simplified considerably through the almost exclusive attribution of the examination to a specialized agency (the CGVS) with possibility of appeal to a newly to be established Council for Aliens Litigation, thus limiting the role of the Minister of the Interior in the status determination process. A second set of amendments was adopted on 25 April 2007 and affects the residence status of EU citizens and long-term residents. 12 Contrary to the prior amendments to the Aliens Act in the period 1987 to 2001, the more recent ones do not specifically aim at reducing the number of asylum applications. They transpose the various legislative initiatives that have been adopted at the EU level in the areas of migration and asylum under Title IV of the EC Treaty. The procedural changes must prevent new backlogs in the asylum procedure from appearing and while this may have an impact on the "attractiveness" to apply for asylum in Belgium, the deterrent effects of such a change seem not to have been the legislators' primary goal. The stabilization of the monthly number of asylum claims at a level manageable for the authorities may have influenced the decision not to tighten the procedure any further. The introduction of subsidiary protection status, as of 10 October 2006, could be a factor leading to an increase of asylum applications, as the legal basis for obtaining asylum becomes broader. At present, there are no indications however of such an increase, with the number of asylum applications remaining stable at approximately 1,000 per month.
From this brief overview of the measures introduced between 1992 and 2003, it is clear that the legislators have made access to and residence in the country through the asylum procedure more difficult and limited. The legislative amendments and interventions in the procedure were intended above all to reduce the number of asylum applications by persons who ultimately do not appear to be refugees according to the terms of the Refugee Convention.
METHOD FOR LINKING THE DATA TO THE LEGISLATIVE AMENDMENTS
In order to establish whether the amendments have succeeded in achieving this goal, we have worked out a method that links the monthly figures for the number of asylum applications to these amendments. This method rests upon two assumptions:
1. in general, we can assume that the goal of an amendment is (among others) to reduce the number of asylum applications; 2. a decrease in the number of asylum applications after the introduction of an amendment will show up as a decrease in monthly averages for the number of asylum applications during a certain period after the amendment.
The monthly average of asylum applications was calculated by country for a period before and after the amendment. When the average number is lower after the amendment than before, then we can assume that the amendment played a role in that decrease.
Specifically, calculations were made for 77 countries. The CGVS data cover a total of 149 countries or groups, but we decided to set a minimum threshold, so that countries from which fewer than 100 applications were submitted over the ten-year period were not included. This selection left us with 77 countries on which to base our study.
The period for which the averages were calculated is divided equally between the time before and after the amendments. In a certain number of cases this was not practicable, and another solution had to be found. Thus the averages were calculated from January 1992 to May 1993 (16 months) and from June 1993 to May 1995 (24 months) as regards the amendment of May 1993.
For the amendment of July 1996, we did look at a period of 24 months in each case when calculating the averages: from July 1994 to June 1996 and from August 1996 to July 1998. The time scale of two years was chosen because a legislative amendment will not lead to immediate results, but neither do its effects continue indeterminately. The figures are thus not too comprehensive, and the periods for which the averages are calculated do not overlap too much. Naturally one needs to be aware that the choice of this particular period can have a considerable influence on the results. The months in which the legislative amendments were promulgated are not included in calculating the averages. We decided to begin from the date of the promulgation, even when the amendment would only come into force at a later date. Thus the influence of communications concerning the amendments could be taken into consideration in our data. Variations in the monthly average are indicated with "increase," "decrease," or "unchanged." "Unchanged" indicates a quasi-stable average (less than 0.5% difference in averages) before and after the amendment. For any variation greater than 0.5 per cent, the change is expressed as an increase or decrease, as the case may be. It is clear that in this regard as well, a different choice of minimum level of change would affect the results.
A tabulation of the variations calculated (Table 1) showing the number of cases in which there were increases, decreases, or stable numbers after an amendment, indicates the following:
<Insert Table 1 
here>
If we assume that the only goal of an amendment is to decrease the number of asylum applications, then on the basis of Table 1 we can affirm that the amendment of 2001 was the most successful one, for it was after this change that the largest decrease took place. This decrease continued also after the period looked at in this paper. In 2004 and 2005 the number of asylum claims stabilized at about 1,300 applications per month; in 2006 it further decreased to 1,000 applications per month.
The legislative amendments of 1993 and 1996 appear, by contrast, not to have achieved their goal. In 1993 an unexpectedly large number of countries even showed an increase. This was unexpected because the graph indicating the total number of asylum applications after 1993 in fact reveals a significant decrease. This is clearly visible on the following graph ( Figure 3 ):
<Insert Figure 3 here>
Not all legislative amendments yield the same results. In the case of some, the decrease in number of asylum applications is more explicit than in others, and sometimes there is even an increase in the total number of applications.
An important question related to these figures is whether the various groups or nationalities always react in the same fashion to a given amendment. Might there be a difference between groups that are influenced by the legislation and groups for which this is not the case? In order to investigate this question, we looked at the combination of the three legislative amendments.
On the basis of a changed (increased or decreased) or an unchanged situation, various combinations were possible. In the "best" case, all three legislative amendments would have the same result, leading to a decrease in the number of applications. As Table 1 has already shown, there are not many cases in which this was so in practice.
If the number of possible combinations of "increase," "decrease," and "unchanged" are quite limited, a clearer picture emerges regarding the effect of an amendment for a particular country of origin. This means that if an amendment always has the same effect on the number of asylum applications from a certain country, then only three possible combinations can occur, namely: three increases, three decreases, or three unchanged situations.
If many other combinations appear as well, then we must conclude that an amendment to the immigration legislation does not always have the same effect on the number of applications for recognition of persons of a particular nationality. This may suggest that there are other factors besides amendments to the law that account for the number of asylum seekers from a particular country. This also means, therefore, that one cannot extrapolate from the effect of previous legislative amendments on a particular group in order to predict or guess the effect any future amendment might have.
As Table 2 indicates, there are quite a large number of combinations and the countries range quite widely across these combinations:
<Insert Table 2 here>
We can conclude from the above figures that it is not easy to reach an unambiguous judgment as to the success (in terms of the intended influence on the number of asylum applications) of the legislative amendments that have been introduced. It is clear that in addition to the amendment in question, many other factors play a role in determining the fluctuation in the number of asylum applications. If the amendments alone were responsible for the difference, then it could be that different groups react to them in different ways, and that this explains the differences between the increase, decrease, and stability as shown in Table 1 . However, it would be quite illogical to think that different groups would continue to react in the same way over time, and this is certainly confirmed by the many different combinations that appear in Table 2 . The amendments may indeed have had an influence -although there is no way to infer how great that influence wasand may thus be one factor accounting for the behaviour of the various groups in choosing to seek asylum in Belgium. Other factors also play a role and can often be of greater importance in determining the choice of Belgium as a country of destination.
This conclusion confirms, moreover, what Böcker and Havinga (1998) had earlier noted:
The asylum policy and reception of asylum seekers in the country of destination also does not appear to be a dominant factor in explaining the patterns of destination for asylum seekers… Some factors are generally not important but may nevertheless be very important for asylum seekers from a particular country of origin going to a particular country of destination at a particular time… In political discussions, asylum policy is typically perceived as an instrument to reduce the influx of asylum seekers. Our study has shown the impact of asylum policy to be rather limited in the long run. Restrictive measures produce a shift in the destinations of asylum movement. Even then, these shifts may only occur for specific groups of asylum seekers and be very temporary.
It is clear that other factors need to be examined in order to explain the number of asylum applications. First of all, the situation (political, economic, social) in the country of origin plays a crucial role. An example of this is the decline in the number of asylum applications after January 2001 that can be attributed to a decrease in the number of applications from (former) Yugoslavia, given the stabilization of that country after the intervention of the United Nations and new elections. The presence of "pioneers" (family or acquaintances who, deliberately or by chance, ended up in Belgium and requested asylum here) can also help explain the arrival of other people with the same nationality. One reason why these pioneers are present in that country may be the historical links (such as the colonial past of a particular source country) or other ties, such as business contacts, a similar cultural background, provision of development aid, and so forth, whereby the country of destination has gained "renown" in the country of origin. In addition, various "irrational factors" can play a role. Thus the bankruptcy of Belgium's national carrier Sabena with its African network, for instance, and the fact that there were temporarily no flights going from Brussels to Africa in 2001 may have affected the number of African asylum applications during that period. Furthermore, we should not forget that developments in Belgium cannot be seen in isolation from those in other countries. It can happen that there is a spectacular decrease in the number of asylum applications in Belgium, but that this decrease goes hand-inhand with an increase in other countries of the European Union, especially among Belgium's neighbours. There is an international dynamic that is often not taken into consideration when making policy. 13 
IS IT POSSIBLE TO FORM GROUPINGS AMONG THE SOURCE COUNTRIES?
Despite the diversity of factors that explain why an asylum seeker might "choose" Belgium as the country of destination, the question arises whether it might nonetheless be possible to group the countries of origin according to some common factors. On the basis of indexed numbers of asylum seekers, we can investigate whether there are countries that have followed similar patterns of development and that are in some way related to each other.
These index numbers were calculated per year, in relation to 1992 as the base year. Working with index numbers has the advantage that one can distinguish between absolute and relative change in the number of asylum seekers. Absolute differences cannot be compared, since they do not start from the same basis; using index numbers makes comparison possible. Thus 1992 was taken as the base year for each country, and the number of asylum applications from that country that year was fixed at 100. For all other years, the percentage was calculated in relation to the base year, thus expressing the findings in terms of percentage change. Figures from two consecutive years cannot be expressed as a percentage change -this can only be done in relation to the base year. What can be established is whether a rise or a fall continues, speeds up or slows down in comparison to previous years. A comparison between the different countries can thus be shown on a graph of these index numbers by country, allowing one to determine whether they follow the same pattern.
By comparing the graphs by continent, on the basis of similar curves of index numbers we see a few clusters of countries emerge. Of these, we looked at whether these countries are geographically near each other. But the social background could also be examined. By this we mean whether they were, for instance, ever colonized by Belgium, have received significant development aid from Belgium, and so forth. In further studies it would also be possible to look at the effect of trade relations.
Proceeding in this fashion, seven groups of countries can be distinguished that have one principal characteristic in common: geographical proximity. It seems possible to divide the asylum seekers' countries of origin into clusters or groups of countries that have followed a similar developmental trajectory in "bringing in" asylum seekers, and these countries are generally near each other. The seven distinct groups are:
1. Ghana, Togo, Burkina Faso, Morocco, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. The presence in this group of Morocco and the Democratic Republic of Congo is surprising, as these countries lie geographically farther away from the others. Their presence in the group might be explicable by the fact that they are part of the group of African countries where Belgium is actively providing development aid. 2. Nigeria and Ivory Coast: this group may be regarded as having been formed by a "ripple effect" of the previous group. Both countries border on the previous group: Nigeria in the east and Ivory Coast in the west. It is interesting to note that this effect does not seem to have spread toward the north. 3. Bosnia, Croatia, Bulgaria, Hungary, FYROM, Rumania, Poland, and Turkey form a third group. These can, in spite of the presence of Poland, be seen as a "Balkan cluster." The FRY does not belong to this group, as its index numbers follow a unique trajectory. 4. Lithuania, Armenia, Georgia, Ukraine, and Russia make up a first Russian cluster. 5. The second Russian cluster includes Belarus, the states of the former USSR, and Latvia.
The first and second Russian clusters can be seen in part as "ripple effects" of each other. 6. A sixth cluster is located in South Asia and includes Bangladesh, China (+ Hong Kong), Pakistan, Viet Nam, and to a lesser extent India. India had a different trajectory in the initial years, but by the end of our period coincides with that of the other countries in the cluster. 7. Finally, there is the Middle Eastern cluster that includes Iraq, Iran, Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan.
The other countries have their own particular dynamic and are more difficult to group under one category.
CONCLUSIONS
There is no simple answer to the question whether there is a link between the legislative amendments and the changing number of asylum applications. It is certain that the government of a country of asylum regards its own legislation as an important means of influencing the number of asylum applications.
Whether this in fact has a significant influence on the asylum seeker is for the moment far from clear. The average number of asylum applications does not always decrease after an amendment.
The most "successful" amendment seems to have been that of 2001, as it was the one that led to the greatest decrease in the number of asylum applications, and also influenced the largest number of nationalities. However, that amendment was not an amendment of the immigration procedure per se but of the reception conditions in Belgium with an aim to ensure better and safer reception of newly arrived asylum claimants.
Nevertheless, legislative amendments are but one of the many factors that can account for the fluctuations in the number of asylum applications. Other factors include: the sudden escalation of a conflict in the country of origin, natural disasters, economic motives such as flight from poverty, and so forth. Reasons why these asylum seekers choose Belgium as their destination may be, for instance, the presence of family members here, information available about the country, and so on.
With respect to the question whether the source countries can be grouped in a logical manner, there are two possible answers. To some extent it is possible to do so, for on the basis of patterns in the index numbers we can distinguish seven different groups, with the most important common characteristic that of geographical proximity. But on the other hand, not all countries fit into one of these clusters. Geographic proximity is thus but one element, for if other factors are also taken into account (history, cooperation in development, trade relations, and so forth), the composition and interpretation of these groups can look quite different.
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